CHAPTER III
SKELTON

JOHN SKELTON was born probably in 1460, and*
was the next poet of any modern interest after
Chaucer. He was a clergyman and a courtier whose
poems had not a good word for Church or Court;
a vigorous and clever man, downright, vain, quarrel-
some, and often abusive, but very popular. The best
proof of his popularity, and of his courage, is that he
wrote satires against the all-powerful Cardinal Wolsey,
and that nothing happened to him. There were no laws
of libel for him to break : but men who criticised those
in power were in danger of losing their lives. Skelton
was the only man in England who dared to say what
he thought of Wolsey. He called him, among other
things, " the butcher's dog."

Skelton always insisted that he should be addressed
as " poet laureate." This did not mean that he was
the official national poet, as Mr. Masefield is to-day.
It meant that he had earned a garland of laurel by
taking a degree in grammar, which he did at the
three universities of Oxford, Cambridge, and Louvain.
He must have been highly thought of at Court, for he
was made tutor to the young Prince Henry, who was
afterwards Henry VIII. Some time later he took holy
orders, and then became rector of Diss, in Norfolk,
where he seems to have been as lively as ever, for he
" was esteemed more fit for the stage than the pew or